Fred Mcllvain: This time on the Library Channel: End of the Golden Age, Science Fiction before and after the Atomic Bomb
Arizona State University welcomes the Center for Science and the Imagination. The center brings writers, artists and other creative thinkers into collaboration with scientists, engineers and technologists and serves as an exciting place to reignite humanity’s grand ambitions for innovation and discovery.
To celebrate the center’s opening a new exhibit The Golden Age of Science Fiction will be on display at the Noble Science and Engineering library on the Tempe Campus for the fall 2012 semester. The exhibit premieres September 12th at 1 PM featuring an introduction by Author Alan Dean Foster.
I’m your host Fred McIlvain and joining me from the Center for Science and the Imagination is the center’s director ASU Assistant Professor Ed Finn. Ed is an assistant professor at Arizona State University with a joint appointment between the School of Arts, Media and Engineering and the Department of English.
Hi Ed.
Professor Ed Finn: Hi there.
FM: Also from the center is Research and Operations Coordinator Joey Eschrich.   Joey has worked with the Office of University Initiatives, the Center for Film, Media, and Popular Culture, and the Center for Solid State Electronics Research
Thanks for joining us today Joey.
Joey Eschrich: Hi thanks for having us.
FM: What exactly is the period we’re talking about, the thirties… through the forties???

EF: There are of course as many definitions of the Golden Age of science fiction as there are fans of science fiction; but a lot of people agree that John W Campbell’s ascension to the throne of Astounding Science Fiction was the beginning of that era but because of focusing particularly on WWII and the atomic bomb I’ve limited the scope of this exhibit primarily to the early 1940s. 
The exhibit that I’ve been working on with a number of people here in the libraries and with Joey and even some people outside that community, like Paul Cook in the English department, focuses on a very particular period in contemporary American literature. It’s the moment when what we think of it as the genre of science fiction in todays really came into existence and it had a lot to do with WWII. The roots of science fiction from the 1930s involved the pulps and romance and adventure and some of them had a certain amount of science, or pseudoscience and Hugo Gernsback, whom the Hugo awards are named, was the great pioneer in that 1930s sort of swash buckling  science influence fiction that really had a lot of ties to those pulp genres. But we are looking at the period immediately after that when a guy named John Campbell took over the editorial leadership of Astounding Magazine and he changed the name to Astounding Science Fiction; and he started a reign of editorial terror and wonder that totally transformed the way people thought about science and fiction. And what he told his writers was that you should be writing as if you were writing for a contemporary audience of the 25th century. His stories weren’t supposed to be grandiose and distant and abstract. They were supposed to treat the future casually reference new technologies and new ideas as if they already existed. And to focus on things like character and plot and to use science not as a kind of a crutch or a thing that you shoe horn in as background sort of static setting for the story but to make it a really integral part of the narrative in an organic way.
In the late 1930s and 1940s these dark storm clouds began gathering over Europe and in Japan and what those storm clouds were made up from in a lot of ways were technological prowess; and an idea that humanity could be regulated and machines could be used to organize us in better ways. That you could apply these technical principles to politics and to the human sort of social sphere you know and that’s a very bland way of describing the horror of Nazi Germany but the Nazi war machine was this incredible technical triumph in a lot of ways and that’s why they were so successful, and the same thing with Japan. They took these risk and they had a very sophisticated appreciation of how technologies were going to help them win these wars.
So in the science fiction context blind praise of technology suddenly become a lot more complicated. People were really excited. The war was this incredible Pandora’s box of new technologies. Radar, high precision bombing, and computers the first computers, cryptography and many other new technologies related to aerial warfare and etcetera, etcetera, and many other things and to create these things there was this sudden over drive. Especially in the United States; the United States was essentially not a very strong military power at all and it wasn’t even a particular strong global force in the 1930s after the great depression, but at a certain point the United States entered the war. We began to create this incredible research infrastructure these research labs that were constructed were really in a lot of ways a foundry for a new kind of modern imagination. They brought together people from many different disciplines they didn’t think about problems in terms of what journal the solution was going to get published in. This was a life and death struggle for the future of the world. 
The people who were working on these problems, they were technical military problems but the scientist, engineers and even the artist and designers who were thinking about these things were also deeply conscious of the human choices they were making. The atomic bomb was not created by atoms, it was created by men and women who were deeply conscious of the risk and the impact that such a destructive weapon could have on the world.
FM: Tell us a little bit about the atomic bomb and what it did to science fiction.
EF: Science fiction was deeply caught up in science. John W Campbell, the editor of Astounding, was himself very interested in nuclear physics. He immediately had a reaction to Hiroshima in the pages of Astounding that came out in December 1945 talking about how this was the end of a civilization and the opening of a new age. There was a real appreciation of how difficult and challenging these new powers that we had unlocked were going to be for humanity. That technological process could no longer be this idealistic upwards trending you know road to glory and a peaceful universe that suddenly we were going to have to confront. 
FM: So basically we lost our naivety?

EF: This was a transition from innocence to experience. There was a real shift after the atomic bomb became real. People have been predicting it and writing science fiction stories about it. There was even a science fiction story that was so accurately predicted	 the atomic bomb that military intelligence was snooping around the offices of Astounding Science Fiction trying to figure out if there was a leak. People were thinking about these things but once the atomic bomb was not only developed but deployed that changed everything.
JE: and, I think what we see in the fiction that we are tracking in this exhibit is a conscious shift in tone. John W Campbell, who was this incredibly powerful editorial force, kind of set the table and said we have to change our imagination about technology. We have to change the way we write and we have to create new types of fiction to deal with these ethical challenges that we’ve just realized were always lurking below the surface of technological progress.
EF: You can trace this shift, the end of the Golden Age, by contrasting Robert Heinlein’s “The Roads Must Roll,” which came out in I believe 1940, which is a classic Golden Age story about an engineer outsmarting an irrational, emotional actor to save the world as it were. It’s a classic Golden Age story about technological progress and valuing the good of society over the good of the individual and self-sacrifice in this militaristic vision of how the future should unfold; and of course all that starts to look very questionable and a little scary after you think more about Nazi Germany and you think about the horrors and depredations of WWII.
EF: So contrast that with Isaac Asimov’s foundation series were he creates the idea of psycho history which is in itself very idealistic but it’s a science of human behavior it’s an aspirational vision that says what if we can model the choices that people make as closely as we can model fluid dynamics what if there are equations for human actions and history. Then we can build the great society because then we could find the empirically correct pathway the best history that we could make for ourselves. So it’s still a golden age vision but it’s much more cognizant with the problems that technology causes.
FM: So bringing together science of humanities for the birth of this new genre?
EF: Absolutely.  that’s what these writers did. They introduced their readers to cutting edge scientific concepts but always within a human frame. Exploring the social implications and the social challenges, the human challenges, that these kinds of technological changes would lead to.
FM: What’s an example of a pre title? Something we might know?
EF: Well John Campbell actually wrote, I think he wrote for Gernsback he wrote a number of those sort of 1930s style grandiose stories and probably his most famous story is a story called “Twilight” I don’t remember exactly what year it came out  but “Twilight” is the story of a man from the distant future who comes back to contemporary Earth because, I forget the exact details but something went wrong with his time travel device and it’s a narrative about humanity spinning down on us this sort of elegiac story  about the end of the universe it focuses really on the idea of entropy and how mans machines carry on long after the humans themselves are no longer , no longer have that human spirit of adventure and discovery and curiosity. 
JE: For me that early period is reflected in the work of George Lucas in Star Wars and especially in the more recent trilogy that wasn’t as universally acclaimed. You see these sort of romantic, as Ed said grandiose, pictures of the future. Two moons rising over a planet or you know planet sized space stations, swash buckling heroes with swords, lots of dueling sort of really cheesy dialog that kind of speaks a language of philosophy about universe and I think this kind of self seriousness and mixed with a bit of campiness is kind of a hold over from this 1920s science fiction and also George Lucas is having to pay tribute to it and it’s influence on his imagination.
FM: So if we are using film references, what would be an example of this new style of science fiction?  2001 A Space Odyssey?
EF: That’s a great example, yeah. I think 2001 is an excellent example because the Golden Age also has a lot of elements of the grandiose, and big ambitious visions but what they do is they try and take the science more seriously and they make efforts to develop characters more seriously. So I think 2001 A Space Odyssey is a great example of a contemporary film that references the Golden Age of science fiction because it has that really broad vision. It’s not just a story about this mission in space it’s a story that connects our prehistoric ancestors and that iconic shot of a bone flying up in the air and then suddenly becoming a spaceship or space station. It captures this much longer sweep of history and the point and argument that Kubrick makes in the movie is not just about artificial intelligence or about the contemporary manned exploration into space it’s about this much broader and scientific but also sort of spiritual quest that humanity is going on this sort of quest for higher achievement and discovery. 
JE: and so one of the changes that these Golden Age stories and authors made in order to take the science seriously was to build the science into the character to say the character is this highly rational calculative scientist who is going to solve these grand problems using the nuts and bolts language of science and not the tip of a sword. 
EF: Yeah that’s a really great point. The shift from the romance conclusion were the hero through charisma or strength or some sort of mythic quality kind of saves the day; to the stories in the Golden Age which were really about using science and technology to come up with rational solutions to problems.
FM: So now how does this work itself into an exhibit?
EF: That’s an excellent question. I’m still working out some of the final details, but what I’ve decided to do is to focus on a few key or exemplary stories from the core of the Golden Age and Astounding Science Fiction and then to draw connections from those stories to other texts and films and materials that we have here in the library.
FM: What kind of materials are you going to have in the exhibit?
EF: We are going to have a mix of different things. We are going to have several original issues of Astounding Science Fiction. The covers are fantastic these are really beautiful, colorful, pulp magazine covers from the 1940s. They tend to be fragile because paper was at a premium during WWII, and then in addition to the issues themselves we’ll have some really wonderful stuff. We have some papers from Alan Dean Foster’s archive here in special collections including a letter; we have correspondents between him and Gene Roddenberry about the original Star Trek motion picture screenplay, I’m really excited about that. We’ll have some movie posters, there’s a great poster of The War of the Worlds and some other really unusual things as well. The libraries have this growing collection of Israeli pulp fiction from the 1950s and on. A Fredric Brown novella that had been translated and published in Hebrew in I believe the early 1950s. A Magazine, if I remember the details correctly, unattributed translations of science fiction stories, and one of them turns out to be a translation of Fredric Brown’s, “Arena” which is one of the stories that we will be featuring in the exhibit in English, and which also was later adapted into a Star Trek episode in the first season of the original Star Trek television series, and Alan Dean Foster will be speaking about that episode.
FM: What would you like us to know about The Center for Science and Imagination?
EF: Our grand ambition here is to bring people together across the sciences the humanities and arts, to collaborate on really creative thinking about the future. So what we mean by that is that we want people to have a broader sense of agency when they think about what’s coming next, to think about the future. Not as when is my next iPhone going to arrive, but as a spectrum of possibilities and a set of choices that we’re all making that we’re all investing resources in, whether that’s in the context of education or scientific research and the way we want to do that is to have a lot of fun basically. To create a place were science fiction writers, scientist, engineers, artist, designers, and others can all collaborate and feel like they’re free to take risk and try out crazy new things and see what works.
JE: There’s a long-standing thesis about academia, which is that there is two cultures. That there is a divide between the humanities and the arts on one side, and the sciences and engineering on the other side; and for me the really exciting part about the center is getting those people to talking to each other and finding ways to connect the work that they’re doing together. To say some of the best ways to communicate about science are through art or through literature or through creative expression in some way, or that some of the ways that science can work its way into art and enrich art and make things that really resonate with our contemporary reality were we have all of these grand challenges we are facing that are sort of scientific problems to some extent. Things like global warming, or sustainability, or poverty or education, which has become an increasingly sort of technical problem. So I think being able to, as Ed said, make that fun and make that a synthesis of things that people didn’t think really fit together, but actually secretly do, is what’s really exciting about this, and hopefully we get to do that work.
FM: Sounds like a great new adventure. Congratulations, and again where and when is the event?
EF: You will get to explore the Golden Age for yourself starting September 12th at 1P.M at Noble Science library with Alan Dean Foster introducing the materials and talking about his own experiences working with John W. Campbell; and you can follow up that evening at 5:15 P.M when Foster will be introducing the Star Trek episode “Arena” and launching our science fiction TV dinner series.
JE: and I believe the exhibit will be open throughout the fall semester in the noble library.
FM: Thank you both for joining me today! You can find more about the Center for Science and the imagination at CSI.ASU.EDU and visit the ASU Libraries at LIB.ASU.EDU
End Credits: The Library Channel is produced by Jennifer Duvernay, Directed and edited by Matthew Harp. 
Student audio technician for this episode is Edward Schmidt. 
Thanks for listening I’m Fred McIlvain and we’ll see you next time.




